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STRATEGIC GEOGRAPHY
AND THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

Robert Harkavy

Occupying a pivotal position at the juncture of Europe, Africa, and Asia, the

“Greater Middle East”—here defined as the sum of the core Middle East,

North Africa, the African Horn, South Asia, and ex-Soviet Central Asia—like-

wise occupies a crucial position with respect to some of the major issue areas of

the contemporary era.1 Those issue areas are energy sources and availability; the

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and their delivery sys-

tems; and the dangerous pairings involving Israel and the Arabs, Iran and Iraq,

and India and Pakistan. Surely, this region in its aggregate has come to be viewed

by the contending and aspiring world powers—the United States, Russia, a

united Europe, China—as a strategic prize, maybe the strategic prize.

The geographic aspects of these issues can be analyzed by moving from

macro to micro, from grand strategy to operations and tactics (climate and ter-

rain). The new missile programs involving WMD do not easily fit within this

framework but apply across issues.

TRADITIONAL AND EMERGING IMAGES

A sketch of traditional geopolitical theory would go somewhat as follows.2 Al-

fred Thayer Mahan and Halford Mackinder advanced what appeared to be con-

trary views on the relative importance of sea and land power for global dominance.

Both focused on a global struggle for power between a Eurasian-based land

power and a “rimland”-based sea power in the context of global maritime domi-

nance. Mackinder thought that land power was destined to prevail, because of

such emerging technological developments as motorized transport, and road

and rail networks, which would simplify logistics between the Eurasian core and



the periphery; indeed, he argued, these might also allow the “heartland” power to

achieve maritime superiority as well. Mahan read the opposite into emerging

technological trends, seeing in them possibilities for dominance by a maritime

power, able to project power more easily than before all around the rimland.3

What has been the legacy of geopolitics? Geopolitics must be understood as

“a conceptual and terminological tradition in the study of the political and stra-

tegic relevance of geography.”4 Accordingly, even in the nineteenth century, geo-

politics was

concerned with the implications for power politics of the geographical attributes of

states, and of their spatial locations. . . . In the abstract, geopolitics traditionally indi-

cates the links and causal relationships between political power and geographic space;

in concrete terms it is often seen as a body of thought assaying specific strategic pre-

scriptions based on the relative importance of land power and sea power in world

history. . . . The geopolitical tradition had some consistent concerns, like the

geopolitical correlates of power in world politics, the identification of international

core areas, and the relationships between naval and terrestrial capabilities.5

Nicholas Spykman developed the “rimland” thesis in contrast to Mackinder’s

“heartland” doctrine. Both believed that at given times, certain regions become

pivotal.6 Mackinder saw the Russia–Eastern Europe area as pivotal. Spykman

contended that considerations like population, size, resources, and economic

development combined to make the rimland—peninsular Europe and the coastal

Far East—the most significant geopolitical zone, domination of which meant

global hegemony. American interests thus dictated that the European or the Far

Eastern coastland not be dominated by any hostile coalition.

Saul Cohen has used the term “shatterbelts” as roughly equivalent to the

concept of the rimland—“a large, strategically located region that is occupied by

a number of conflicting states and is caught between the conflicting interests of

adjoining Great Powers.”7 Cohen sees the Middle East and Southeast Asia as the

primary shatterbelt regions, and, contrary to Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civ-

ilizations” thesis (about which more below), he holds that “the Shatterbelt

appears to be incapable of attaining political or economic unity of action. . . . [I]t

is because internal differences are so marked, and because they are found in a re-

gion that is crushed between outside interests [Cohen was writing during the

Cold War], that we have defined the Middle East as a shatterbelt.”8

In brief, the core of geopolitical theory boils down to two fundamental ques-

tions, questions relevant both before and after the events of 1989–91. The first

concerns the role of strategic geography—factors of size and location; the second

pertains to militarily important terrain, maritime choke points, and areas con-

taining critical resources.
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In recent years still another strand of international relations thinking has

come to the fore. “Long-cycle theory,” associated with George Modelski and

William Thompson, holds that the centuries since 1500 have seen a progression

of global hegemonies, lasting about a century apiece, based on maritime and

commercial preeminence.9 This model of successive periods of maritime domi-

nance punctuated by major wars is closely related to Mahan’s thesis of undivided

naval dominance, but it adds a role for technological breakthroughs in inaugu-

rating periods of hegemony. It is noteworthy that the successive long-cycle hege-

monies have had important bases in some of the same places around the Indian

Ocean littoral—in the Horn of Africa, around the Straits of Hormuz and Tiran

(Aden, Oman), the coasts of India, Sri Lanka, and around the Indonesian

Straits.10

NEW GEOPOLITICAL IMAGES

That much is familiar to most students of international relations. With the Cold

War gone, what new geopolitical images have been projected? Six come to

mind—ideal (and not altogether discrete) tendencies from which hybrid or

transitional models might be generated, in addition to the familiar North-South

model: the three-bloc geo-economic thesis, balance of power, the “clash of civili-

zations,” “zones of peace” and “zones of turmoil,” the United States as unipolar

hegemon, and a revived bipolar competition. Several of these merit brief review.

Economic competition between three blocs has become central to current

geo-economic thinking. It assumes that the emerging foci of international rela-

tions are: a Japan-led Pacific Rim region including China, Korea, Indonesia,

Thailand, and other East Asian powers; a United States–led Western Hemisphere

bloc centered on the North American Free Trade Agreement group but poten-

tially encompassing most of Latin America; and a Germany-centered European

bloc, assumed to include Russia and other former Soviet states and perhaps also

North Africa. The status of Africa and South Asia in this view is ambiguous, if

not marginal; the Middle East becomes a wild card, a geo-economic prize.11 The

three-bloc model also incorporates the now widely discussed “end of history”

thesis, which proceeds from the end of big-power ideological conflict that domi-

nated the global stage after the 1930s to the prediction that such conflicts will

not recur but be superseded by older economic rivalries. Related to this is the

popular “democratic peace” theme, which asserts that modern democratic states

with high levels of per capita income do not even contemplate fighting each

other and never have.12 Rather, in this view, they exist in Karl Deutsch’s rather

hoary concept of the “security community.”13

This is indeed a primitive vision. Some would question, for instance, whether

in an era of extensive economic interdependence, multinational industry, and
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globalized production of so many

goods, a three-bloc model of this

sort captures the realities of inter-

national trade and investment. Fur-

ther, the three-bloc model may be

too state-centric, too prone to view-

ing trade as merely between nations

rather than throughout a complex

web of global corporate patterns of

development, production, and mar-

keting. The three-bloc thesis as-

sumes that the Atlantic and Pacific

Oceans form natural dividing lines

between the Americas bloc and the

other two. As such, it ignores the

possibility that still newer regional

economic blocs might span the

great oceans. Competing analyses have begun to focus on “regionalism,” or “re-

gion states,” within Europe, Asia, and North America—for example, that region

running from Bavaria to northern Italy, the zone comprising Hong Kong and

southern China, the “growth triangle” of Singapore and nearby Indonesian is-

lands, or the Seattle/Vancouver area.14

The prospect of renewed multipolarity, or a balance of power, reminiscent of

the Europe of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has been propounded by

Henry Kissinger, The Economist, and others.15 In its various manifestations, it

portends an international system having five or six poles of roughly equal

weights: the United States, a united Europe, Japan, China, Russia, and perhaps

India. It further portends the eventual demise of communism in China and

thereafter the absence of competition based on ideological factors in alliances

or rivalries, implying the prospect of ever-shifting alliances. It might be the

United States and Europe versus the rest in one phase, the United States and

China versus Russia plus Europe and India in another. It is not clear whether the

United States could or would maintain such naval dominance and bases as were

seen in earlier centuries in the face of asymmetries not present then (large Rus-

sian and Chinese land armies).

Hence, in this conception, the Islamic Greater Middle East becomes in effect

one pole in a rather complex system, with fault lines running between it and

Europe, Russia, and India. That would appear to mean a fundamental imbalance

of power, in military terms at least, against Islam, perhaps somewhat counter-

balanced by oil and gas reserves and their associated political leverage. Because
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China, India, Japan and the rest of East Asia, Europe, and the United States are all

projected to remain heavily dependent on gas and oil from the Greater Middle

East “energy ellipse,” the energy producers are assured of being intensely wooed

by the other poles.16

The “clash of civilizations” model formulated by Samuel Huntington has

captured the attention of students of international affairs, particularly in con-

nection with the Greater Middle East.17

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new world will not

be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions among human-

kind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural. Nation states will remain

the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics

will occur between nations and groups of different civilizations. The clash of civiliza-

tions will dominate global politics. The fault lines between civilizations will be the

battle lines of the future.18

Declaring that “fault lines between civilizations are replacing the political

and ideological boundaries of the Cold War as the flash points for crisis and

bloodshed,” Huntington focuses particularly on the cultural lines of demarca-

tion between Western Christianity and Orthodox Christianity in Europe, and

between the latter and Islam.19 The most significant dividing line in Europe,

he says, may be the eastern boundary of Western Christianity as of the year 1500.

Huntington’s thesis is underscored by the several continuing conflicts along this

old fault line—in Bosnia, Kosovo, the Turkish-Bulgarian frontier, between

Armenia and Azerbaijan, in Chechnya, and in Central Asia (Kazakhstan,

Tadzhikistan). Huntington addresses the long interaction between Western

Christianity and Islam, noting that the West’s military superiority as recently as

the Gulf War humiliated some Arabs, reinforcing Islamic movements that reject

Western political and cultural values. This can be seen even in Indonesia. Hence,

it is with some of these conflicts in mind that Huntington predicts that “the next

world war, if there is one, will be a war between civilizations.”20

A further image, the “zones of peace/zones of turmoil” model, was pro-

pounded in Max Singer’s and Aaron Wildavsky’s The Real World Order, which

holds that “the key to understanding the real world is to separate the world into

two parts,” one of which is “zones of peace, wealth and democracy,” and the

other “zones of turmoil, war and development.”21 In this view, the combination

of geo-economics and democratic-peace theory supports the prospects of the

zones of peace—Western Europe, the United States and Canada, Japan and the

Antipodes, comprising about 15 percent of the world’s population. The rest of

the world, including eastern and southeastern Europe, the territory of the former
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Soviet Union, and most of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, is composed of what

are, for now, zones of turmoil and development.

The Singer-Wildavsky thesis abuts at least two other topics of current specula-

tion. First, it is in basic agreement with the idea that there has been a fundamental

shift in world affairs among the traditional powers whereby warfare becomes an

anachronism, as did slavery. In the view of Singer and Wildavsky, however, this

applies only to that fraction of the world that is democratic and, relatively speak-

ing, well off.22

Still another future geopolitical image involves American unipolar domi-

nance, primarily in military strength—far less of economic power, which the

United States will have increasingly to share with competitors. American military

strength—conventional power projection, space, strategic nuclear—could re-

main indefinitely preeminent, if the U.S. defense budget is not allowed to slide

farther. What was long a deterrent to American interventions, a military peer, is

now absent, and no new one can be foreseen.

Finally, the academic literature and think-tank realm have circulated various

scenarios envisioning a new hegemonic rival to the United States, a new round

of Cold War, and a resumption of global bipolarity. China, of course, figures

most prominently.23 Some scenarios see a united and increasingly hostile Europe

as America’s coming rival.24 Fewer scenarios dwell on a revived, nationalist Rus-

sia (an extrapolation of certain goals and policies of the Putin regime) or a mili-

tarily and economically energized Japan.

A contemporary of Mackinder’s, James Fairgrieve, suggested the possibility

of a heartland farther east than its classical locus between the Vistula River and

the Urals, implying that China and its hinterland could become a new heartland,

or pivot.25 But caveats are necessary regarding a U.S.-Chinese rivalry in a heart-

land/rimland framework. China, of course, has a long Pacific coastline; it does

not need “warm water ports” (though it may think it needs ports, for loosely

equivalent reasons, on the far side of the Indonesian Straits). However, and un-

like tsarist Russia as perceived by Mackinder, it is also vulnerable from the sea;

there is no glacis of mountains like the Hindu Kush, Elburz, and the Caucasus to

protect it from invasion by the United States. China, indeed, is itself located on

the traditional rimland.

A CONVERGENCE OF GEOPOLITICS AND GEO-ECONOMICS

How might these conflicting definitional and political arguments apply to the Greater

Middle East? Does one have to choose between geopolitics and geo-economics?

Are they necessarily mutually exclusive?

First, it must be recognized that the geo-economics thesis really applies to

relationships between contending major powers and blocs, and in that sense it is
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similar to geopolitics, which saw a long-term tendency toward conflict between

dominant land and sea powers. The Middle East does not constitute a power

center of that sort; the region has been and is an object of major power rivalries.

Hence, neither a traditional geopolitical nor a mercantile and essentially peaceful

geo-economics model is very useful. There is the potential for a great deal of

trouble, perhaps even arms races and war, even between the major democra-

cies—the United States, Japan, and the European Union—now thought perma-

nently immune from security competition.

Nevertheless—and despite oil wealth, which has given some regional nations

per capita incomes on a par with the Western democracies—the bulk of the

Greater Middle East remains squarely within Singer and Wildavsky’s “zone of

turmoil.” It is broadly characterized by an absence of democracy, internal insta-

bility, endemic violence, etc. Daily events in Algeria, Egypt, Turkey, Kurdistan,

Kashmir, southern Sudan, Afghanistan, Yemen, and so on, offer little encourage-

ment that this region is at the “end of history”—the end of major warfare and se-

curity rivalries. In that obvious sense at least, geopolitics is alive and well in the

Greater Middle East. It is a powder keg—over which loom weapons of mass de-

struction and long-range delivery systems.

There is, then, in the Greater Middle East a convergence of geopolitics and

geo-economics, if not in their traditional senses. As a further illustration, parts

of the region are developing rapidly in terms of infrastructure (roads, ports,

pipelines, etc.) and industry (petrochemicals, crucially), and in terms of mod-

ern communications, electricity grids, and the like.26 But this development has

left many nations highly vulnerable to modern precision weaponry, as demon-

strated by the U.S. “takedown” of Iraq’s infrastructure during the air assault

phase of DESERT STORM. Seawater desalinization plants in the Persian Gulf area,

for instance, might be critical targets in future wars. All this makes it a matter of

urgency not only whether the Middle East will be a “zone of turmoil,” somewhat

left out of globalization, but also whether part of it will continue to identify with

the “southern” half of a North-South divide.

Of course, Huntington’s clash of civilization directly applies here. He points

out that conflict has been going on along the fault line between Western and Is-

lamic civilizations for 1,300 years. Huntington, like many other contemporary

analysts both Western and Islamic, sees these two civilizations as potentially pit-

ted against each other in a conflict that would define the evolving world order.

Not everyone, of course, agrees with Huntington’s now widely discussed thesis.27

Nonetheless, to the extent that the clash of civilizations turns out to be predic-

tive, it will be a defining feature of a new strategic map. Perhaps it already is, as

concerns the Greater Middle East; the long frontier of the Islamic world—Marrakesh

to Bangladesh and beyond—is at the “fault line’s” northern end.
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While the United States may still be able—norms concerning multilateralism

or collective security notwithstanding—to intervene in the Greater Middle East

in a repeat of the Gulf War, there are restraints on the exercise of U.S. power in

this region. One would be possibly heavy diplomatic pressure from Europe,

Russia, and China (maybe combined) against unilateral American action. Also,

the U.S. military is now commonly thought (even by its own spokesmen) less ca-

pable of large-scale operations than it was a decade ago, technological develop-

ments notwithstanding. Third, there are serious questions (or were before the

events of 11 September 2001, which occurred as this article was being prepared

for press) about whether, in the event of another crisis, the United States would

be offered access for its aircraft and ships in the region.

Finally, factors of location and geography now render the heartland/rimland

model irrelevant to any China–United States hegemonic competition in the

Greater Middle East. Nonetheless, China’s proposed pipeline linking it with

Central Asia’s energy reserves, its acquisition of bases on Burma’s offshore is-

lands, and its moves in the South China Sea may well augur a geographically new

type of hegemonic competition centered on that part of the old rimland.28 Also,

if current hints of a new Russo-Chinese alliance prove substantial, the West

could be presented with a threat from a very large heartland abetted by maritime

access to the western Pacific. Such an alliance would inevitably put pressure on

the Western position in the Middle East and its oil reserves; India would become

a wild card.

GEOGRAPHY AND POWER PROJECTION

INTO THE MIDDLE EAST

The geographic aspects of power projection into the Greater Middle East per-

tain now mostly to the United States, but in the future they could apply to the

European Union (which is developing an independent reaction force capable of

out-of-area operations), a revived Russia again a force in the Middle East, or

even China, should its naval reach establish itself in Burma’s Coco Islands and

extend westward from there. The subject needs separate treatment, but several

points can be made here. They pertain to the geography of power projection

broadly construed as dealing with military interventions (unilateral or multi-

lateral), arms resupply to client states involved in wars, and coercive diplo-

macy—and more specifically with bases, access, overflight, and the physical

geography of nations, straits, and islands as it affects power projection.29

The experience baseline is the 1990–91 Gulf War, during which the American-led

coalition had access to air and naval bases around the periphery of the war zone

(Egypt, Turkey, Kenya, and such Gulf states as Oman, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia)

and en route from the United States (a variety of countries in Europe, North Africa,
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and East and Southeast Asia). Importantly, in what turned out to be the last

months of the Cold War, the coalition also had heavy forces and substantial materiel

in Europe, as well as materiel and other support at the British-owned island of Diego

Garcia, which is located strategically in relation to the Greater Middle East. Staging

rights for transport aircraft were granted by India and Thailand, and overflights

were allowed even by ex–Warsaw Pact countries.

Planners can no longer count on anything close to such access. A large por-

tion of the troops and aircraft once in Europe has since returned to the conti-

nental United States. Access to, and

transit rights over, such states as Mo-

rocco, Egypt, Turkey, and even Saudi

Arabia are problematic, depending

much more than before on the na-

ture of the crisis, despite a much larger

“permanent” presence in several of

the Gulf Cooperation Council states.

Even Europe could be in question if

the political divide between the

United States and the European

Union over Middle Eastern policies

should widen. Hence, worst-case

scenar ios have envisioned the

United States in a tough situation,

attempting to intervene in the Gulf area mostly from bases in the continental

United States and from carrier battle groups and amphibious formations.

A number of salient geographic problems emerge in such an analysis. Over-

flight rights in Europe (notably Spain and France) and in the Middle East itself

(Egypt, Saudi Arabia) are prominent among them. So too is basing access in

Egypt, Turkey, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, and Oman, all in the

vicinity of the crucial Gulf. (Israel could be added, however politically undesir-

able that might be.) Transit rights through Suez and the feasibility of passage

through the crucial Bab el Mandeb and the Strait of Tiran also stand out. Diego

Garcia is potentially vital, especially if access is denied elsewhere.

A final point here is the geography of a still hypothetical U.S. regional

missile-defense system, perhaps entirely sea based. Issues would include the ef-

fectiveness of such a system in the Persian Gulf or Arabian Sea, and whether

there would be access ashore for replenishment, crew rest, etc. The political

geography of that problem looms particularly large in the face of projections of

future Iraqi and Iranian nuclear weapons and missile delivery systems.
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The Geography of Weapons of Mass Destruction

It is fairly clear that nuclear proliferation in the Greater Middle East will produce

arsenals on both sides of each of its three conflict pairings—the Arab world–Israel,

Iran-Iraq, and India-Pakistan. Events are also moving toward biological and

chemical warfare capability in Iran and several Arab states, including Egypt and

Syria; and toward long-range missile capabilities that will allow all of these

WMD-armed states to strike not only contiguous rivals but nations far afield.

With the exception of North Korea (and of course China, a longtime nuclear

state), the concerns that have fueled American interest in homeland ballistic

missile defense arise in this region.

Essentially, in its geographical aspects, this subject breaks down into four

parts: the contiguous nature of the conflict pairings; the burgeoning threat of

WMD-armed ballistic missiles to Europe and the United States; the possibilities

for “indirect” or “triangular” deterrence and compellence; and the geography of

the movement or smuggling of WMD technology, materials, and skills.

The first point is in clear contrast to the nuclear standoff during the Cold

War. Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union had seriously to concern

itself with being overrun (though their allies might have been) by the other’s

conventional forces. For that matter, even at the height of the Cold War there was

little actual hatred between the Russian and American peoples—one almost had

the feeling, going back to their combined victory in 1945, that they actually liked

each other.30 In the Greater Middle East we have terrific, long-standing, primor-

dial hatreds between peoples; fears that conventional battlefield defeat would be

followed by genocide; and very short flight times for missiles and aircraft bear-

ing weapons of mass destruction, producing hair-trigger preemptive situations.

Some would argue further that not only are “fail-safe” capabilities of command

and control systems more limited than those of the United States and USSR but

that irrational, culturally based decisions are more likely.

Secondly, several regional nations are likely eventually to acquire long-range

ballistic missiles that could reach not only across the Middle East but well out-

side it. Pakistan and Israel will be able to target each other. Iran and Iraq will be

able to target all of Europe and Russia, maybe later the United States. Israel will

be able to target all of Europe and Russia (perhaps to deter any tilt toward, or

willingness to resupply with arms, the Arabs). India will be able to target all of

China, as well as Russia and Europe, maybe also the United States. Israel and In-

dia, at least, could also launch WMD attacks against nations outside the region

by aircraft. All of these projections, of course, beg the question of whether the

United States, alone or with allies, will be able to install defensive systems effec-

tive against at least some kinds of missile attacks.
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The Iraqi Scud attacks on Israel and Saudi Arabia during DESERT STORM

introduced what may be a new “asymmetric” strategic problem. In the future, a

Middle Eastern “rogue state” threatened by the United States may respond

against a regional U.S. ally, or even against a nation not at all friendly with

the United States, trading on traditional American sensitivity to innocent casu-

alties.31 As missile ranges in the Greater Middle East expand, so do the options

for such “triangular” strikes.32

Geography is also largely accountable for the ease of illegal transfers of WMD

material from the former Soviet Union to such Middle Eastern states as Iran and

Iraq. Much of the old USSR’s nuclear infrastructure was near the borders of

neighboring Middle Eastern states; truck routes via Serbia, Bulgaria, and Turkey

are hard to monitor.33 Where there is a will (and money to grease palms), there is

likely to be a way.

Operational and Tactical Geography

The military geography of the Greater Middle East affects the operational and

tactical levels of warfare in a number ways:34 the conduct of a two-front conven-

tional war; strategic depth; climate; the size of the theater and the length of bor-

ders, or of the “forward line of troops”; the ethnography of battle areas or

frontiers; patterns of settlements and road networks; and mountains and rivers,

as barriers.

The geographical aspects of two-front conventional warfare could be critical

in another round of Arab-Israeli fighting should Egypt become involved. How-

ever, let us focus on two other points: strategic depth (which relates to nuclear

proliferation and possibly warfare) and climate (weather and the seasons), with

respect to military technology.

Strategic Depth. “Strategic depth” is a staple of the military literature; it refers,

broadly speaking, to the distances between the front lines or battle sectors and

the combatants’ industrial core areas, capital cities, heartlands, and other key

centers of population or military production. How vulnerable are these assets to

a quick, preemptive attack or to a methodical offensive? Conversely, can a coun-

try withdraw into its own territory, absorb an initial thrust, and allow the subse-

quent offensive to culminate short of its goal and far from its source of power?

The issue is the trade-off between space and time; a classic historical case is

Germany’s failure to knock out the Soviet Union in 1941–42.

How have these traditional considerations applied to recent wars in the

Greater Middle East? How have they influenced preemptive attempts to produce

dramatic, conclusive victories? How important have been the asymmetries be-

tween specific adversaries? In the early stages of the war between Iraq and Iran,

Iraq—then considered the weaker power—launched an offensive to seize the
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Khuzestan oil region, hoping

that the eventual truce would

make the conquest permanent.

Initially the strategy met with

some success, but there was lit-

tle chance of a quick, decisive

Iraqi victory (a more substan-

tial campaign would have re-

quired better combined-arms

tactics and logistics than Iraq

possessed). Iran enjoys vast

strategic depth, buttressed by

the formidable barriers of a lava

plain and the Zagros Moun-

tains, behind its western fron-

tier. Teheran is some 260 miles

from the border, Isfahan approximately 240 miles. The smaller cities of

Kermanshah and Ahwaz (just west of the oil fields, which are on the western

slopes of the Zagros range) are closer but not easy to overrun in a rapid offen-

sive; only the area around Khorramshahr was vulnerable to a quick “seize and

hold” operation.

On the other hand, Iraq has little strategic depth, almost none in the south;

throughout the war it was highly vulnerable to Iranian offensives across the

Shatt-al-Arab toward Basra, a major city only about ten miles from the frontier.

Baghdad, farther north, is only some seventy miles from the border. The major

cities in the oil-rich Kurdish area, Kirkuk and Mosul, are less than a hundred

miles from the frontier. Additionally, the main roads connecting these cities run

parallel to and close to the frontier. In theory, Iraq is subject to knockout by a

quick offensive, and Iran made enormous and costly efforts to achieve that end,

shelling Basra heavily in the process, though it never succeeded in exploiting

Iraq’s vulnerability in strategic depth.

The current India-Pakistan military balance also illustrates the impact of

asymmetries in strategic depth. Pakistan is potentially subject to a quick, preemp-

tive attack.35 Its main cities lie even closer to the border than do Iraq’s, and like Iraq

its critical road and rail communications run along the frontier. Karachi is a hun-

dred miles from the border, Hyderabad eighty, Islamabad and Rawalpindi fifty,

and Lahore only twenty. (Yet in 1965 and 1971 Pakistani forces did manage to de-

fend the border areas against superior forces in short wars.) By contrast, on the In-

dian side, while Amritsar is vulnerable, only twenty miles from the frontier,

Ahmadabad is 120 miles away, New Delhi more than two hundred miles, and
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Bombay over four hundred.

These distances are striking

(though the terrain is generally

favorable for mechanized forces)

in view of well publicized earlier

Pakistani ambitions to conduct

a lightning preemptive strike to-

ward New Dehli.

The Arab-Israel conflict has

also illustrated the importance

of strategic depth, although in

some surprising ways. Before

1967 it was common to speak of

Israel’s extreme lack of depth

along its borders with Egypt,

Jordan, and Syria; from the West

Bank, a Jordanian advance of

only nine miles west could lit-

erally have cut Israel in half.

Syria was close to the Galilee

settlements, and Egypt was

poised to strike quickly at Eilat,

Beersheva, and Ashdod, indeed

at all of Israel. But Israel’s preemptive assault in 1967 took advantage of interior

lines that allowed the small state to act like a “coiled spring.”

The denouement gave Israel an additional 120 miles of strategic depth across

the northern Sinai, then widely thought to be a margin of badly needed safety.

But Israel’s setbacks in the early phases of the 1973 war along the Suez Canal

proved again that the advantages of strategic depth are at least partially offset by

vulnerability resulting from extended lines of communication.36 On the other

hand, the 1967 Israeli capture of the Golan Heights proved critical in 1973.

Then, and again in 1982, it was of enormous concern to Syria that Israeli for-

ward positions in the Golan were only some thirty miles from Damascus. But

paradoxically, Israel was also more vulnerable on the Golan in 1973; the very

proximity to core areas shortened Syria’s lines of communications and length-

ened Israel’s.

Since then both Israel and Syria have been in a precarious situation of shallow

defensive depth vis-à-vis one another, which is why the Golan has remained

such a contentious issue. As for Jordan, Amman is only twenty miles from the

Jordan Valley, and Jerusalem is almost as close to the Jordanian frontier on the
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Jordan River, albeit behind steeper, more imposing defensive terrain. Eilat and

Aqaba, the two key ports for Israel and Jordan, on the Gulf of Aqaba, are contig-

uous mutual hostages. To the north in Lebanon, the fact that Beirut is only sixty

miles from Israel’s frontier rendered it highly vulnerable in 1982 to a quick ar-

mored strike, supported by leapfrogging amphibious operations along the coast.

Generally speaking, then, in the core Middle Eastern zone of conflict, dis-

tances are very short and produce fast-moving wars with quick outcomes (the

Iran-Iraq War is a partial exception). The implication for weapons of mass de-

struction is stark and potentially ominous. Israel and Pakistan, and perhaps also

Iraq to a lesser degree, labor under the threat that sudden and decisive conven-

tional battlefield defeats could quickly raise the specter of mass destruction, par-

ticularly by nuclear weapons.

If a Palestinian state is ever created in the West Bank and Gaza, Israel’s secu-

rity belt in the Jordan Valley is removed, and the Golan Heights are returned to

Syria (with or without demilitarized zones), Israel will be returned to the vul-

nerable strategic situation of pre–June 1967. Its features will include the

nine-mile corridor north of Tel Aviv between a new Palestine and the sea, and a

danger in the Galilee area of a Syrian attack that quickly menaces Israeli towns.

Then too, a vast buildup of Egyptian forces with U.S. weapons, like the M1A1

tank, would open the possibility of an Egyptian attack out of Sinai. Such an as-

sault, threatening Israel as it would with massive and unacceptable casualties,

might bring on early use of Israeli tactical nuclear weapons—likewise in the

Golan and in the West Bank, if Jordanian or Iraqi forces should mount an attack

out of the Jordan Valley area.

Likewise, Pakistan, its population and industrial cores menaced by a quick In-

dian offensive, might be tempted to almost immediate, at least tactical, nuclear

use. Here, by contrast with the Israeli case, such threats might be tempered by

Indian escalation dominance up and down the “ladder.” Another scenario might

be an Indian attempt to take out Pakistan’s nuclear infrastructure (also, un-

avoidably, located near the border), a risky venture that would, escalation domi-

nance notwithstanding, bank precariously on “rational” decision making on the

part of the Pakistanis.

Despite Iraq’s quasi-victory over Iran in 1988, the facts of demography and

gross national product would weigh heavily in Iran’s favor in the case of a future

conflict (at present, tensions between the two countries are rather low, but bad

blood long antedates the 1980–88 war). As noted, Baghdad is not far from the

border. Unlike India, Iran may still have only limited capabilities for relatively

long-range combined-arms offensives. But Iraq’s previous use of chemical war-

fare could augur a WMD response to a conventional battlefield defeat, Iran’s

own possession of such weapons notwithstanding.
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Climate. The weather and seasons in the Greater Middle East, and related mat-

ters of terrain and topography, present a very mixed and varied picture. Fighting

has occurred on the Sinai and Rajasthan Deserts; in the mountainous terrain of

central Lebanon and the Golan Heights, the Zagros Mountains northeast of

Baghdad, the Himalayan foothills in the southern Kashmir region, and the

Punjab along the India-Pakistan frontier; in the Rann of Kutch and Haweizeh

Marshes; and in the riverine and semijungle areas of Bangladesh. Rugged moun-

tainous terrain has also been the scene of conflict in western Sinai, Yemen,

Chechnya, Afghanistan, Georgia, Tadzhikistan, Algeria, Kurdish eastern Turkey,

and Kurdish northern Iran, among other places. Neither terrain nor extreme en-

vironmental conditions preclude military operations.

A major problem regarding the weather itself involves the unique conditions

the Greater Middle East presents for high-technology weapons used by the

United States and its allies. The climatic conditions in and around Kuwait and

southern Iraq were remarkably suitable for the 1991 air campaign (the unusu-

ally inclement weather during part of that operation notwithstanding).37 Clear

skies favor a side able to achieve virtually uncontested control of the air, like

Israel in 1967 and (after a ten-day delay) 1973. Climate also facilitated Israel’s

destruction of the Osirak reactor in Baghdad in 1981. In the 1980–88 war, the

fecklessness of the Iranian and Iraqi air forces rendered such factors largely

moot. On the other hand, human beings exposed to the summer desert, winter

in Kashmir, or the spring haboobs over Iran quickly reach their limits.

What then for the future? Will geography, terrain, and climate offer advantages to

modern air forces in future Greater Middle East conflicts? Will “asymmetric strate-

gies” of a passive sort (underground fiber-optic communications, improved cam-

ouflage and deception techniques, and traditional methods of clandestine warfare

such as the mujahedin employed against Soviet forces) prove insurmountable?

Implied here is a technology race involving potential developments on both

the high and low sides, advances that can alter asymmetries, as indeed did the in-

troduction of newer surface-to-air missiles and radars into the Suez Canal area

in 1973. How well will new reconnaissance satellites penetrate cloud cover and

tree cover, and thereby allow effective interdiction in less than optimal condi-

tions? There were hints in the Bosnian and Kosovo operations that such matters

had come some distance; if so, air superiority in the Greater Middle East will

become more vital than ever. In any event, geography itself will remain the most

important strategic factor in military operations in this region.
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